The new scientific knowledge coupled with concerns for the environmental, economic and social aspects of agriculture brought Malaysian agriculture into a state of transition. The need for reviewing Malaysian agricultural policies has arisen due to that fact that current agricultural practices in the country are found to be related to environmental, economic and social problems. This study is an effort to review the current Malaysian agricultural policies with regards to sustainability. The Third National Agricultural Policy (3NAP), which is the latest one and relevant secondary materials have primarily been reviewed to substantiate our arguments in this paper. The study, however, argues that the latest Malaysian agricultural policies are compatible with the standards of sustainable agriculture, but the current agricultural practices in the country differ, to some extent, from sustainability principles. The study ends up with some concluding remarks.
INTRODUCTION
Agriculture has been playing an important role in our livelihood and economic development and it is different from other economic activities. Unlike other economic activities agriculture is essential to human survival. This is because food is essential to life and agriculture is the basis of eco-systems and rural landscapes. What happens in agriculture is not only an economic issue; it also has important biological, environmental, social, cultural and ethical aspects. If agriculture is practiced in an unsustainable fashion, vital natural and cultural resources and qualities will be lost. Therefore the policies that apply to agriculture must be sustainable. In fact, sustainable agriculture is a term that has been used to indicate a more economically and environmentally sound and socially responsible system of agricultural production. Although there are literally hundreds of definitions of sustainable agriculture, one of the more widely accepted definitions, developed by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), is an integrated system of plant and animal production practices having a site-specific application that will, over the long-term: (i) satisfy human food and fiber needs; (ii) enhance environmental quality and the natural resource base upon which the agricultural economy depends; (iii) make the most efficient use of non-renewable resources and integrate, where appropriate, natural biological cycles and controls; (iv) sustain the economic viability of farm operations; and (v) enhance the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole. The above definition includes the three dimensions most closely associated with sustainable agriculture. These are the economic dimension, the environmental dimension and the social and community dimension. Therefore it can be argued that a truly sustainable agriculture is one that is economically profitable for farmers, preserves and enhances environmental quality, contributes to the well being of farm households and nurtures local community development. Sustainable agriculture denotes a holistic, systems -oriented approach to farming that focuses on the interrelationships of social, economic and environmental processes.
The need for reviewing Malaysian agricultural policies has arisen due to that fact that c urrent agricultural practices in the country are found to be related to environmental, social and economic problems. There has also been a growing perception among Malaysian researchers and scientists to find solutions to such environmental, social and economic problems that have resulted transformation of economic activities from agriculture sector to manufacturing sector. There is no doubt that new scientific knowledge coupled with concerns for the environmental, social and economic aspects of agriculture brought Malaysian agriculture into a state of transition. Market pressures at home and abroad, costs of production and concern for food security have prompted an increased concern for more competitive, profitable and ecologically beneficial ways of producing food and fiber. Hence, the critical question that arises is: Can Malaysian agriculture be practiced in a manner that satisfies demands for both food and fiber and is environmentally and economically sound and socially acceptable?
Malaysia is still basically an agricultural country though it is fast developing into an industrial country [1] . It has 4.06 million hectares of agricultural land distributed throughout 13 states. Eighty% of this land is cultivated with industrial crops such as palm oil, rubber, cocoa, coconut and pepper. In 2006, Malaysian agricultural sector contributed significantly to country's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and it became the third engine of growth next to the manufacturing sector and service sector. Thus Malaysian agriculture has a profound impact on the country's environment, economy and people.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
This study has summarized below the three major facets of agricultural sustainability that are broken down into component parts. However, these features are c ommonly found in the vast literature on agricultural sustainability and the sources cited beside these components are just to indicate the diverse range of sources in which these facets are typically identified.
Improved farm-level social and economic sustainability enhances farmers quality of life [2] , increases farmers self-reliance [3] and sustains the viability/profitability of the farm [2, 3, 4] .
Improved wider social and economic sustainability improves equity [3] , socially supportive [4] and meets society' s needs for food and fiber [2] .
Increased yields and reduced losses while minimizing off-farm inputs [2, 3, 5] , minimizing inputs from non-renewable sources [2, 4, 5] , maximizing use of (knowledge of) natural biological processes [2, 3] and promoting local biodiversity/environmental quality [2, 3, 5] .
The Swedish Society for Nature Conservation [6] quoted "We should not allow ourselves to produce and consume our food at the expense of people and ecosystems in other parts of the world". Farming the world over is interlinked via trade of both inputs and outputs. If we consumers purchase environmentally damaging products, we are contributing to environmental pollution and depletion, albeit it may occur in other parts of the world.
The Third National Agricultural Policy (1998-2010) [7, 8] of Malaysia focuses on agricultural programs, which aim at high productivity while ensuring conservation and utilization of natural resources on a sustainable basis. This policy recognized that organic agriculture can offer export opportunities in the organic market, particularly for fruits and vegetables. The government also encourages small-scale producers to venture into organic farming as part of the strategy to raise producers' income, overcome problems of chemical residues in food production, protect the environment, reduce food imports as well as enhance the country's export of high quality safe food. Under the Ninth Malaysia Plan (2006-2010) [9] , the government is targeting the organic farming industry to be worth MYR800 million in 5 years time. The Ministry of Agriculture plans to have 20,000 hectares under organic farming methods by year 2010, increasing local production by 4,000 hectares per year. Organic consumption is expected to grow by 20% per annum.
The problems experienced by Malaysian agriculture sector have been sketched by many researchers. In recent years, as a result of growing concern on health hazards posed by chemical fertilizers used by the agricultural farmers in Malaysia, there is now a concerted effort to review the use of these fertilizers and to place more emphasis on the use of organic fertilizers [10] . It is worthwhile to mention here that Malaysia still does not have self sufficiency in many food items due to lack of comparative advantage in food production. By comparative advantage, it is cheaper to import food from neighboring countries than to produce them in Malaysia [10] . In fact, increase in price of imported foods from other countries has also caused Malaysia to experience an outflow of a significant amount of foreign currencies in the recent years. The food bill has increased from MYR3.5 billion in 1985 to MYR11.3 billion in 2000 and it is still increasing [11] . This has caused tremendous strain on the economy due to lost of foreign exchange, the attendant ill-effect brought about by inflation [10] . The changing needs in the economy in particular are acute labor shortage, limited availability of suitable land, increasing cost of production, decline in the exchange rates, the establishment of World Trade Organization (WTO) and the rapid liberalization of agricultural trade, which have brought new issues and challenges in Malaysian agricultural sector [10] .
In view of the above challenges, the Third National Agricultural Policy (1998-2010) was endorsed with the overriding objective of maximizing income through the optimal utilization of resources in the sector. The specific objectives of the policy are to enhance food security; to increase productivity and competitiveness of the sector; to deepen linkages with other sectors; to create new sources of growth for the sector; and to conserve and utilize natural resources in a sustainable basis [7] . In Malaysia, although smallholders contribution in agriculture sector is significant, they constitute the bulk of low income groups in the country and suffer the most due to uneconomic land size, price decline in commodities like rubber, cocoa and oil palm, rising production cost and persistent low productivity and income [10] . The area of agricultural land in Malaysia is also decreasing. In conventional rubber planting, 85% of the exposed areas is drastically reduced to 45% in second year and completely covered at the end of third year [12] . The state of organic food products is not good in Malaysia. While there is a large market for organic food products in the West, the interest of Malaysian consumers in organic foods is growing too, as they become more health conscious. Since chemical fertilizers and pesticides are not used, labor requirement is high in organic farming leading to high cost of production [10] . If organic foods can be sold at competitive prices, higher to some degree but not too much higher than non-organic products, then there would be a market and demand-driven basis for the food sector to be based increasingly on sustainable agriculture. Observation reveals that under the Malaysian Farms Good Agricultural Practice Scheme (SALM), which was launched on 31 January 2002, the Department of Agriculture has already taken efforts to promote some of the sustainable agricultural practices. Since it was a voluntary scheme the majority of the farm holders were reluctant to comply with the SALM guidelines. In recent years, as a result of increasing awareness on health and environment issues, systematic programs have been introduced to optimize the use of resources on a sustainable basis including the recycling of waste products for food production and environment protection [10] . In the context of efficient land use, which is the element of soil and water conservation, much need to be done to ensure the prolonged use of the land on a sustainable basis [10] . Whether the nation achieves the sustained agricultural productivity growth in the coming years will depend on the current policies that are being planned and implemented [13] .
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This study is based on both quantitative and qualitative analysis using secondary materials as the sources of data and basis of arguments. The 
Review of Malaysian Agricultural Policies:
It is already evidenced that Malaysian agricultural sector is now significantly contributing to the national economy. This sector experienced a decline in its output particularly in 1990s. The value-added contribution of agricultural sector to the national gross domestic product (GDP) in 1980-1990 declined from 22.9-18.7% and that share declined further to 13.6% in 1995. The share of employment in the agricultural sector fell from 39.7% in 1980-27.8% in 1990. While manufacturing sector, in contrast, increased its value added by 13.3% a year during 1991-1995 and by 1995 it was contributing 33.1% to GDP. However, the agricultural value added grew at an average rate of 3.0% per annum during the Ninth Malaysia Plan period (2006-2010) and it is higher than the target of 2.0%, as shown in Table 1 . In fact, the higher growth was due to better performance of the agricultural industrial commodities sub-sector, particularly palm oil and rubber. The share of the sector to gross domestic product (GDP) decreased slightly from 8. [9] Agricultural Policy was failed to look into increasing income and productivity disparity between the agriculture sector and the rest of the economy, especially the manufacturing sector. But under the Third National Agricultural Policy efforts to enhance productivity have been taken through the utilization of high yielding clones and improvements in agronomic practices among smallholders and plantations as well as increased mechanization. In addition, the provision of adequate support services and infrastructure in the agricultural production areas is expected to further improve productivity in the sector, as shown in Table 2 . It is also envisaged that productivity will also be increased through wider application of the latest technology and knowledge-based production systems.
It is useful to mention here that implementation of the previous two national agricultural policies since 1984 has enabled the agricultural sector to attain a growth rate of 3.2% per annum for the period from 1985-1995. The strategies taken under these two agricultural policies deserve good merit due to the fact, among others, that during the period of these two policies the authorities developed new agricultural land to enable the establishment of economic farm units. Efficient agricultural practices have been fostered and land has been provided to agricultural farmers for growing new crops. Institutional development of land was also carried out in order to resolve the problems of uneconomic farm sizes, uneconomical crops and low levels of productivity. Agricultural support services such as research, extension, marketing, fiscal incentives and social and institutional development were also provided by the Ministry of Agriculture.
The agricultural sector of Malaysia had experienced several problems and challenges in 1980s. The land problem was then considered as foremost. It can reasonably be argued that the best way for agriculture to expand is through the conversion of new land for planting. In Malaysia, more agricultural land was taken over for industrial, infrastructural and housing purposes. Moreover there was less market protection for agriculture sector as it enjoyed very little in contrast to the manufacturing sector. Export taxes had been imposed on palm oil, rubber and pepper and agricultural production had declined as the result. On the other hand, trade protection for manufacturing sector enhanced the credit worthiness, made manufacturing sector easier to obtain financing. With such advantages in manufacturing sector, it was not difficult to observe why there had been a persistent outflow of resources from agricultural sector to manufacturing sector, thus exploiting agricultural growth. Worth noting here is that manufacturing sector was then able to offer higher wages and better conditions of work. As a result agricultural workers were then discouraged and the sector had to offer higher wages merely to mitigate the outflow. Agricultural employment in 1990 was almost at the same level as in 1985 despite a larger workforce in the country. The agricultural sector also experienced challenges of natural problems as it never had comparative advantage in the production of food. Production of beef and mutton, for example, suffered from a lack of grazing land, low production through reduced food intake by animals as a result of the hot and humid climate and the high import costs of animals. The production of rice has continued to fall short of a series of successively lower targets. Table 3 shows that Malaysia still does not have self-sufficiency in many important food commodities including rice, vegetables, beef, mutton and mi lk.
Upon realizing shortfalls and inefficiencies of the agricultural sector the Second National Agricultural Policy (1992) (1993) (1994) (1995) (1996) (1997) was revised in 1998 and subsequently the Third National Agricultural Policy (1998-2010) was introduced. This new agricultural policy was founded on a vision of sustainable development of a dynamic agricultural sector in the way that the growth of agriculture was to be market-led, commercialized, efficient and competitive. The principal aim was to maximize income through optimal utilization of resources. However, the objectives of this new policy were to achieve a balanced development between agriculture and the other sectors of the economy; to enhance the economic/structural integration of the sector with the rest of the economy and in particular with the manufacturing sector; to achieve a higher level of expansion and development of the food industry sub sector; to achieve a wider and more effective representation and participation of the Bumiputra (indigenous) community in modern and commercial agriculture, agribusiness and agricultural trade; and to ensure sustainable development in agriculture. To achieve the above objectives nine main strategies were taken under the Third National Agricultural Policy and these strategies are briefly reviewed below: Commodity  2000  2005  2010  Rice  70  72  90  Fruits  94  117  138  Vegetables  95  74  108  Fisheries  86  91  104  Beef  15  23  28  Mutton  6  8  10  Poultry  113  121  122  Eggs  116  113  115  Pork  100  107  132  Milk  3  5 5 Source: Malaysia [9] Optimizing resource use: This strategy stressed on efficient use of land, labor and capital resources. The strategy outlined that the program for development of idle land was to be improved and such land was to be turned into mini-estates and the farmers and farmers' institutions were to be provided with financing and other credit resources for operating such schemes. The strategy also outlined that the smallholder productivity was to be increased through replanting with new agricultural material, improved management and agronomic practices, increasing farm sizes, mechanization and other measures and a formal labor market was to be created to smooth out the areas of need and availability of labor.
Accelerated agro-based industrial development:
This strategy stressed on acceleration of agro-based industrial development outlining that agriculture was to be integrated with the manufacturing sector so that downstream processing of raw products could be undertaken to produce higher value added products. The strategy also outlined that a synergistic relationship between the agricultural and the manufacturing sectors was also to be developed and raw materials were to be supplied to the manufacturers who, in turn, would supply agricultural inputs such as farm machinery and agrochemicals.
Enhancement of research and development efforts and technological diffusion:
This strategy emphasized on enhancement of research and development efforts and technological diffusion outlining that research and development efforts were to be considered necessary to maintaining the competitiveness of the agricultural and manufacturing sectors and such efforts were to be market driven, commercially oriented and environmentally friendly.
Greater role of the private sector: This strategy stressed on greater role of the private sector outlining [9] that the transformation of agriculture into a competitive and efficient sector would require investment by the private sector. Incentives and other promotional packages were seen as necessary not only to check the outflow of resources from agriculture but also to attract investment into the sector.
Reform of marketing strategy:
This strategy emphasized on reform of agricultural marketing strategy outlining that increased output of agricultural production would require markets and thus a more aggressive marketing strategy was to be adopted.
Expanded food production:
Malaysia is still a net importer of food commodities (Table 4 ) with the selfsufficiency rates in foods have generally increased in recent years (Table 3) . Therefore this strategy further stressed on the expansion of food production with the view to provide import substitution and meet domestic demand, while also taking advantage of export opportunities. Under this strategy the self-sufficiency targets were also proposed for selected food items. Realizing that the country might experience a comparative advantage in the production of food, the total self-sufficiency level by the year 2010 has been targeted ( Table 3) .
Human resource development:
This strategy emphasized on human resource development, particularly in the agricultural sector and outlined that new technological processes and methods, high-tech equipment and new demands were to be introduced. It also outlined that to ensure the success of this strategy, a pool of adequately trained and skilled manpower was to be employed in the agricultural sector. In fact, under the Third National Agricultural Policy a comprehensive plan was formulated to establish manpower training for efficient agribusiness, resource management and agrobased processing.
Development of viable and self-reliant farmers and fishermen's institutions:
This strategy stressed on development of viable and self-reliant farmers and fishermen's institution outlining that a large number of farmers/fishermen's associations exist in the country, but they have small capital bases and limited managerial/technical capabilities which constrain their role in the development and modernization of the agricultural sector. Therefore the Third National Agricultural Policy proposed the establishment of a formal financial institution, the formulation of a specific human resource development program and the formation of a federation of farmers and fishermen's institutions.
Restructuring management capacity and including greater Bumiputra participation:
This strategy emphasized on restructuring of management capacity and inclusion of greater Bumiputra (indigenous people) participation in the agricultural sector. As discussed earlier that the expanding opportunities for private enterprises demanded greater self-reliance, entrepreneurship and management capabilities. The strategy, however, outlined that businesses were to be run strictly on commercial lines driven by market forces and with limited capital and management capabilities there was a need to establish priorities for activities and ensure greater number of Bumiputra participation. As also outlined, Bumiputra involvement was to be emphasized mainly through equity and employment requirements and in line with this an investment trust was proposed that would invest in and initiate projects and take up Bumiputra quota shares in existing and new companies.
CONCLUSION
Upon reviewing the recent agricultural policies of Malaysia and comparing them with the widely accepted standard of sustainable agriculture, it can be argued that Malaysian agricultural policies are supportive for sustainable agricultural practices in the country. But the current agricultural practices in the country, to some extent, differ from the standard of sustainability as evidenced by recent and available literatures. Appropriate efforts such as more intensive monitoring and investigating the agricultural practices and assisting the stakeholders by the respective authorities would enable Malaysia to achieve sustainability in its agricultural sector. As stated earlier that Malaysia is currently experiencing the lack of comparative advantage in producing many food commodities, it is highly expected that achievement of agricultural sustainability would bring about self sufficiency in foods. Observations reveal that with introduction of the Third National Agricultural Policy, the Malaysian agriculture sector has been given a new lease of life in order to become an engine of economic growth. Agriculture is, in fact, the main economic driver for Malaysian rural communities. It is also evidenced in this study that during the Ninth Malaysian Plan period (2006-2010), the agriculture sector achieved a higher rate of growth than targeted and contributed towards economic growth and export earnings, in which there was increased involvement of the private sector in large-scale commercial food production and agro-based industry. Also during the same period, the development of the agriculture sector has been intensified to serve as the third engine of growth. In fact, the contribution of Malaysian agricultural sector to the national economy is remarkable particularly in creating e mployment, alleviating rural poverty and reducing net export deficit. The Ministry of Agriculture of Malaysia is expected to implement more target specific policies and strategies to further expedite the transformation of the agriculture sector into a modern, dynamic and competitive sector with respect to agro-based processing activities and agricultural entrepreneur development.
